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Preface

 
This paper is intended primarily to be of value to industrial relations practitioners. The ideas it presents are based on understanding gained through fourteen years as a research labour economist, six years as a professional neutral third party assisting labour and management work together to survive and thrive – and thirty years as a union member. My colleagues and I have implemented them (with varying degrees of success) in the public and private sectors, in manufacturing and service industries and across virtually all occupational categories.
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Introduction

"In the United States and in Europe the industrial revolution brought competition between employers for distant markets. This created an environment in which labour was increasingly treated as a raw material or commodity, and it is therefore hardly surprising that a profound discord was generated between workers and their employers. This historical development cannot be divorced from any consideration of industrial relations...."
William B. Gould(1)

While the fight started long before I was asked to join, let me tell you about the first 'round' I battled. The time was the summer of 1963, early days in the growth period of the Kennedy years. I worked for the Chesapeake and Potomac Telephone Company (C&P) – a Bell System subsidiary – which had followed its time honoured tradition of job security throughout the downturn and was in the process of increasing new employment dramatically to cope with the newly burgeoning demand for communications service. I was 18 years old, fresh out of high school and the Communications Workers of America (CWA) local shop steward representing about 30 linemen. About half of the union members I represented were my age and working their way to a journeyman job as a cable splicer.

The issue in dispute between the union and management was a traditional industrial relations matter – the use of seniority versus merit in moving up through progressive job classifications to journeyman status. The positions were clearly drawn in the sand – management insisted that only demonstrated proficiency was to be considered for promotion while the CWA was adamant that the only factor was seniority. The stage was set for a dispute when management promoted a less senior lineman to the journeyman cable splicer classification over several more tenured employees.

Through my novice steward's eye the response was simple. I filed a class action(2) grievance to deal with the issue for all affected parties. The Head Steward (the US equivalent of a senior steward or convenor) sought me out the next day for a severe tongue lashing. "Why did you file a class action grievance?" he demanded. Being inexperienced, my first thought was that he did not rate the issue as actionable. No, not even close. "Larry", he continued, "you don't understand how this process works. At C&P managers are evaluated on how many grievances they get. We don't file class action grievances – we file a grievance for every affected worker. Our job is to give the supervisor the biggest black eye possible so that the next time he will think twice before challenging us!" And so it goes.

While I did not know it at the time, I was being trained to be a combatant in one of the world's oldest ongoing feuds – the struggle between labour and management.

The purpose of this paper is to:

· Describe the values, culture, and behaviours which typify industrial relations in the US and the UK as well as the issues driving change. 

· Describe a cooperative model for the creation and administration of a non-adversarial industrial relationship. 

· Discuss the role of neutral third parties, such as ACAS advisors, in assisting labour and management in the process. 


Characteristics and assumptions of traditional adversarial industrial relationships

Labour laws, government and business institutions, and union structures and functions differ substantially between the United States and the United Kingdom. However, it has been my experience that three broad statements can be made about the predominant nature of industrial relationships in the two countries:

1. On a continuum from Co-operation and Collaboration on one extreme and Open Warfare on the other (with Armed Truce in the middle), most labour-management relationships fall between Armed Truce and Open Warfare.

	Collaborative




	Armed Truce


Labour-Management Relationship

	Open Warfare






1. With few exceptions, managers of industrial relations systems (company managers and union managers alike) are content, or resigned, to live within the context of the adversarial system they inherit. Improving the industrial relationship – working to be partners wherever possible – is rarely attempted as a matter of course. 

2. When change can no longer be avoided, both labour and management leaders find themselves struggling to adapt, evolve and survive at a time and circumstance least conducive to success(3) – when the change is mandated by external forces and the penalty for failure may be the loss of jobs (and union members) or the company as a whole. 

What does the current system look like?

Most industrial relationships may be termed adversarial. In game theory, the parties can be said to be playing a zero sum game. That is they assume that 'benefits' (usually measured in purely economic terms) stemming from the relationship (generally perceived narrowly as the process of providing and consuming labour) are fixed. There is a finite 'pie' to be divided so that what one party wins the other must lose. These industrial relations systems have readily identifiable characteristics, value systems and behaviours:


Power

Perhaps the most pervasive characteristic of the zero sum game relationship is power. There is an attitude among the players which endorses the concept of might makes right. In stark terms, management bases its decisions and actions on the assumption that "We can do business without your labour longer than you can feed your children" while the union is acting on the assumption that "Our strike fund will last longer than you can survive without our services."

While the parties' assumptions may or may not be correct and brinkmanship may or may not lead to industrial action, the results of power-based decision-making are virtually certain. Decisions made between the parties based on relative power, actual or perceived, will result in one or both sides seeing themselves as 'losers'. Moreover, those on the losing side will likely not only be uncommitted to and non-supportive of the outcome – they may even assume the role of saboteur actively working to thwart the 'agreement' they have been forced to accept. In addition, it is the rare industrial relationship where the relative power balance does not ebb and flow between the parties over time. Today's loser will, in all likelihood, when in the relative position of power, be ever so keen to see the other side beneath the wheel.


Rights 

With the relationship anchored in power, both labour and management will likely administer their day-to-day affairs by acting on their rights. While these rights may be codified (the US model) or an unwritten part of the mutually understood culture (broadly the UK model), they typically form the fabric upon which most dialogue, consultation and communication are stitched. Each side knows (or believes it knows) the aspects of the industrial relationship which fall within its own purview, those that 'belong to the other side', and those which they must share. Indeed, in the US, most collective bargaining agreements contain general management rights and union recognition clauses with the balance of the contract devoted, in large part, to detailing the specifics.

In the US, there tends to be an inverse relationship between the length and detail of a collective bargaining agreement and trust -the greater the trust between the parties the shorter the contract. It is not uncommon for agreements to be several hundred pages set in fine type. In the UK, where there has been an apparent shift from collective towards individual employment rights over the past decade, the industrial relations contract plays a far less prominent role. However, it is probably safe to say that trust is not a hallmark feature of British industrial relations.


Interests

Perhaps the most important aspect of power and rights within industrial relations is not that they can be compelling determinants in the effectiveness with which the parties carry out their responsibilities. It is that there can be a strong tendency on the part of managers and union leaders alike, when emboldened by rights and the power, to lose sight of their underlying interests. For it is the process of addressing one's own and one's partner's interests – the concerns and reasons why the issue is important to the 'sides' – which is the first step in creating a mutually beneficial relationship and the most satisfactory outcome when working to solve a common problem. I shall return to the concept of interest-based relationships later in the paper.


Negative behaviours

Following on from power and rights as significant components of the traditional industrial relations process are the negative behaviours frequently seen when labour and management conduct their relationship on this basis. It is not uncommon for discussions between representatives of workers and management to be opened by one side saying something on the order of: "Your mother chases troop trains," with the dialogue proceeding downhill from there. When pursuing a solution to an issue within the adversarial framework, industrial relations practitioners frequently strive for any advantage obtainable – including disparaging and unnerving remarks intended to unsettle their adversaries or place them at an intellectual or emotional disadvantage. Unfortunately these tactics not only deflect the discussions away from the issue at hand, but also damage the relationships necessary for effective dialogue and decisionmaking.


Sharing of relevant information

It is axiomatic that decisionmaking leading to an optimum solution depends on the complete and unfettered sharing of relevant information. The way we refuse to share information within the adversarial model is yet another way we reduce our ability to administer our labour relations systems in a positive, constructive, and effective manner.
Take, for example, the process of negotiating collective bargaining agreements. Labour and management each create negotiating teams, often with a score or more members, to establish negotiating points, research and assemble necessary information, and to make their case while refuting the opponent's position. It is rare indeed for one party or the other to come to the table and say: "We have done a considerable amount of work in preparation for these discussions and, prior to beginning the negotiations, we would like to share with you everything we know about the issues at hand." Rather, it is likely that both sides will offer their positions on an issue and then share selective bits of data which support or enhance the solution they have proffered. This style of using data can best be described as tactical or strategic – designed not to enlighten all parties to the decisionmaking process, but rather to manipulate one's adversary through the discriminate sharing of one-sided information. 


Example

To put these points in high relief, let us consider the following example of labour and management working 'together'. James Arthur is 45 years old and has been a lorry driver for the Acme Balloon Company for 26 years. Until two years ago, he had an exemplary driving record. However, during the past 24 months he has been responsible for three minor traffic accidents. More recently he caused a serious accident involving personal injury for which the Company was liable. He denied responsibility for the first three accidents and claimed the last, and most serious, was the result of fatigue stemming from having worked 15 hours of overtime in the previous four days.

After the first accident, he was counselled by his supervisor. After the second, he was told that he was a valued and trusted employee with, until recently, an excellent safety record – but as the Company placed great emphasis on safety, he was strongly advised to be more vigilant in his efforts to drive safely. A note to this effect was placed in his personnel folder. Following the third accident, he was suspended without pay for two weeks. The union attempted to represent him in each of these instances but he refused their help. For the Company, the last and most serious accident was the last straw. Management decided his employment would be severed. At this point Mr Arthur decided to let the union defend him.

During the union's investigation, Mr Arthur's co-workers revealed that they suspected he had an alcohol problem. When confronted with this possibility, Mr Arthur initially denied the assertion but finally admitted he had developed a drinking problem after his wife died of cancer about three years ago. As the union constructed its case, it became apparent that an argument could reasonably be made for reinstatement. Management, while following the strict guidelines of the discipline procedure, had overlooked or ignored many indicators which should have alerted a competent supervisor to the real problem long before the case had reached a level which warranted dismissal. Mr Arthur's appearance had been declining markedly over the past 18 months. In fact, he had been 'sick' or 'on holiday' on a Monday 23 times in the past 12 months.

When the grievance process began, the management representative, a person from Head Office Personnel brought in to handle the case, was startled to learn the personal information which 'explained' the employee's behaviour. The management representative was painfully aware that, due to a reorganisation and subsequent changes in management staff, the employee had been supervised by three different managers over the past two years. Management had not noticed the clear signs of potential substance abuse and, as a result, had failed to provide timely and adequate counselling. Moreover, the union steward was aware that the employee's co-workers, himself included, had not noticed what now seemed to be clear signs of a troubled colleague. Both sides knew, with the clear vision of 20/20 hindsight, that there was more they could have done. Both sides consoled themselves with the knowledge that people with a substance abuse problem tend to deny the existence of the problem and to hide the symptoms from those around them. It was difficult for either side to acknowledge these issues. It was easier, and from a traditional win/lose point of view more 'sensible', to blindly argue their own position and to doggedly press on the shortcomings and failures of the opponent's.

Within this scenario, management and labour faced a real dilemma in attempting to resolve this case in the traditional manner – power, rights, negative behaviours and the selective sharing of information. Should management's position prevail, it would lose an employee who had been, and potentially could become again, a valuable asset. Should the union succeed in having Mr Arthur reinstated, it would have saved his job and 'protected' a fellow member, but at the cost of putting an unreformed alcoholic back behind the wheel of a lorry. While most situations are more complex than this one, it does illustrate how the interests of the parties can get lost in the adversarial method of solving industrial relations problems.


Other factors underlying the need for labour-management partnerships

Even if labour and management are content, or resigned, about living within the limitations of the traditional adversarial system, there is another fundamental issue to be determined: are labour and management administering their joint affairs in a manner which will not only secure their survival but will enhance their ability to succeed and prosper as well? The economic, social, technical, and political landscape in which public and private sector organisations must operate has changed dramatically over the past two decades. Has the industrial relationship become a strategic tool for survival or a millstone around the collective labour-management neck?

Perhaps the most pervasive change in the world economy affecting the US and the UK has been the increase in global competition. Following World War II, most of the world's functional productive capacity lay outside the devastated European and Pacific theatres. The predominant suppliers of durable and other goods became, by default, countries outside these regions – countries relatively unscathed by the war's destruction. Foremost among these was the United States and, to a lesser extent, the United Kingdom. During this period of only marginal competition, countries with virtual monopolies on goods such as automobiles, steel, electrical machinery and textiles found it relatively easy to pass increased labour costs on to the consumer. In the United States, while the industrial relations scene was far from tranquil, labour and management were able, after an initial phase of intense industrial unrest, to smooth labour relations issues by granting substantial wage and benefit settlements in return for clear and unequivocal management rights to run the business.

Labour relations proceeded along a different path in the UK. For many years British industrial relations were characterised by a close relationship between organised labour and the Labour Party, and by centralised collective bargaining. More recently collective bargaining has been widely decentralised and there has been greater emphasis on legislated individual employment rights. However, these legal, political and functional differences have not diminished the development of adversarial industrial relations similar in behaviour, attitude and outcome to those in the United States.(4)

It is probably not an exaggeration to say that both labour and management institutionalised a Tayloristic approach to human resources – managers (the Thinkers) will pay the workers (the Doers) to cede the running of the business to the managers. In the US they then codified this relationship by writing elaborate rules (clauses within a collectively bargained agreement) to define both labour and management's rights within this system. In a sense, management became the proactive agent managing the business while the union assumed the reactive role, responding whenever it perceived that management had overstepped its 'rights'. While, on the whole, the distribution of power and rights may have been essentially clear and understood by both parties, the fact that it was codified in a legally binding collective bargaining agreement substantially reduced the ability of labour and management to administer their affairs in an open, flexible, and adaptive manner. In the UK, too, it seems safe to observe that, at least in the current economic environment, for the most part management acts and unions respond.

When emerging, developing or recovering countries re-entered the global markets – making them competitive – the need to hone the competitive edge became critical. Indeed, as it was no longer possible to trade wages for power and rights without regard to potentially price sensitive global markets, labour and management faced a crucial challenge in reordering the process and rationale for conducting their affairs. For many organisations, companies and unions alike, the wage issue exposed the need for the parties to evaluate the role of industrial relations within their overall business plans. Was the industrial relations system simply a way to manage and minimise conflict between management and labour or should it be considered a strategically competitive process within the company's global market plan? It was a critical issue then and it remains so today.

The erosion of the limited-source world market with the subsequent development of the multi-source globally competitive market is but one aspect of the larger issue: adaptation to change. Of course, change has always been a factor in virtually every human endeavour. However, what has changed about change is that during the past 20 years transformations have been increasing in impact and pace. Rapidly changing technologies as well as the increasing diversity of our workforce are but two examples. The Big Picture question goes something like this: Is our industrial relations system such that we, labour and management, can respond rapidly and jointly to evolve and thrive in an ever more rapidly changing world?


Labour-Management Partnership – the Assumptions

In exploring the way ahead for successful labour-management relationships, the first step clearly must be to identify and avoid the drawbacks of previous 'paradigms' – such as those described earlier in this paper. The next step is to seek to identify and build upon the underpinnings of sound, realistic assumptions about the basic nature of joint, constructive and proactive industrial relations and human resources systems.


Essential component

Foremost among these basic assumptions is that the industrial relationship between labour and management is an essential strategic component of operating a successful venture. It has not been uncommon over the past several decades for companies to place finance, marketing, production, distribution, purchasing and other activities of 'running the business' in the first tier of strategies within the integrated business plan. It has been less common for organisations to place the same priority on industrial relations or human resources. Indeed it has been rarer still for organisations (in the non-Pacific Rim countries) to elevate human resources and industrial relations to the status of an identified strategic imperative for gaining the competitive edge neces – sary for success. The fundamental assumption for a Labour – Management Partnership (LMP) is that the relationship between labour and management is important – so important that failure in that arena may lead to organisational failure.

While many of my colleagues avoid using marriage as a metaphor in speaking of the industrial relationship, I believe this image falls closer to the mark than most others. When I suggest the relationship between labour and management is important, I mean it in the same way as I would if I were to say the success of a marriage is based on the relationship of a husband and wife. It is hard to imagine a 30, 40 or 50-year marriage characterised by constant bickering (grievances and arbitrations) and periodic separations (strikes and lockouts) as a positive, productive and 'successful' partnership. Indeed, in this scenario it would be difficult to envision the couple possessing the trust, openness, and respect necessary for them to be able to work together for their joint future.

And so it is for business organisations. It is simply unrealistic for labour and management to operate in the adversarial arena most of the time and, then, when the chips are down, to expect the sides to unify to face a critical mutual problem. The LMP must be based on the assumption that the relationship between labour and management is a fundamental one – that it is, in and of itself, an essential and ongoing cutting edge business strategy for economic success.


Mutual respect

Following on from the importance of the relationship is mutual respect – the willing acknowledgement of each partner's right to exist and thrive. It is safe to say that most union leaders and their members automatically accept and act on the assumption that it is inherently good that the company stay in business and be profitable. Turning it around, however, we would find fewer companies and managers accepting and acting on the same assumption regarding unions and their members. I realise that this issue is heavily laden with political and social complexities – perhaps more so in Great Britain than the United States. However, there can be no substantial dissent to the observation that it is virtually inconceivable that either party, labour or management, would devote their work, imagination, creativity, loyalty and commitment to a process which did not honour both its right to exist as well as thrive within the relationship. And these are the requirements of survival in today's marketplace. 

To put this issue in perspective, let me share an anecdote related at the 1990 State of the Art Symposium sponsored by the Bureau of Labor Management Relations and Cooperative Programs, US Department of Labor. The purpose of the symposium was to gather the 'best and the brightest' in the field of joint partnerships between labour and management to explore how far we had come and where we should be going. The participants were distinguished members of the industrial relations community – business, labour, academia and government. One of them, the National Director of Education for the Communications Workers of America, related the following story:

The union had identified several areas of possible improvements in the billing procedures used by the telephone operators in one of the new 'Baby Bells'(5). At no cost to the company, the union devised a training course to address this issue and conducted training seminars on improved billing procedures for operators on non-company time. This was done, she noted, as part of a concerted effort by the union to be supportive of the company's economicsurvival and success. After the training and implementation of the improved billing procedures the company was able to document a substantial increase in revenue (several millions of dollars per billing cycle). The CWA was confident that the outcome would be beneficial to the company and assumed the union would be a partner in the programme's further development and delivery. The CWA would continue to actively work with the company in the best interests of the company and the union members. Unfortunately, the company, rather than work with the union to jointly develop and expand these efforts, decided to contract out the entire training process. In the eyes of the union, they had demonstrated commitment to the survival and success of the company, but the gesture was not reciprocated. The union was then concerned about the wisdom of proceeding with a partnership approach to industrial relations without a clear commitment to the union's right to exist, thrive and be a proactive partner in administering the human resources strategy of the company.

If labour and management are to obtain the commitment and support of all stakeholders to work together to secure the fulfilment of mutual needs, they must respect the legitimacy of their partners. 


Past divisions transformed into joint approach

Having established the importance of the relationship and mutual respect of the partners, let us now consider the degree to which the parties can define areas suitable for partnership – those areas where the interests of labour and management coincide. It is important to be clear at the outset that a LMP is not a magic potion – a panacea which will provide golden solutions for all of the areas labour and management have found, or will find, contentious over the years. Rather, the goal of a partnership is to identify those areas where labour and management interests are congruent and to use them as the primary building blocks of a more positive and constructive alliance. Many labour and management practitioners within organisations looking into the abyss of potential failure, and possessing the personal and institutional courage to seek and undergo change in order to survive, have found that the area encompassing shared aims far exceeds that part of the relationship which must be negotiated at 'the hard edge'. For example, both 'sides' have a vested interest in providing state-of-the-art skills to their employees or members. Is this then not an area for joint partnership? This, then, is the third assumption – that when approached by parties willing to define the industrial relationship first by interests, and by power and rights only as a last resort, much of what has been perceived as historically divisive between labour and management can be reformulated to constitute the basis of a joint partnership.


Non-congruent interests

Of course, we must address the issue of how the parties resolve issues which fall outside the scope of congruent interest and are of such importance to either side as to require a solution which may run counter to the other party's interest. First, given ample time for the organisation to have undergone a true culture change from open warfare/armed truce to cooperation and collaboration, the parties will be endeavouring to resolve their differences within the context of trust, mutual respect and a history of positive and constructive joint problem-solving(6). Second, the process chosen to resolve a conflict within the context of a relationship based on joint problem-solving is likely to be one based on facts and issues rather than power and rights. The chosen process, perhaps a neutral arbitrator, will hopefully do little or no damage to the ongoing co-operative process. And last, there are no guarantees: trust, loyalty and commitment are fragile entities. When potentially divisive issues arise – and they will – both labour and management must redouble their efforts to maintain a healthy and positive relationship.


Positive approach

Another essential principle of the joint partnership approach is that better solutions to common problems can be secured through the use of a positive, constructive and forward looking joint problem-solving model based on interests rather than power and rights.

Within the traditional framework, issues between the parties are typically addressed by each side staking out a position, engaging in negative behaviours, manipulating the discussions by withholding or dissembling information – culminating in a decision driven by the relative balance of power between the parties. Within the LMP process, the issue is framed not as a divisive problem but one of mutual concern. Labour and management then engage in a dialogue wherein each side actively works to understand the other side's interests and concerns while being clear and candid regarding one's own needs. Following comprehensive joint efforts to create as many potential solutions as possible, the choice of the final solution is made by consensus based on mutually agreed criteria. Moreover, decisions made by consensus based on interests are not only likely to be superior solutions but they will also engender ownership, commitment and support by those responsible for the implementation of the decision, as they, or their representatives, were a part of the decision-making process.

As mentioned earlier in this paper, the adversarial labour relations process assumes the process is a zero sum game. That is, there is only so much to be won or lost – that whatever one side wins the other side loses. This, in all likelihood, becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy if both sides approach each issue by putting forth a position which is buttressed by power rather than sharing interest information. Imagine five boys each demanding ownership of a single orange. Their demands (positions) would be as follows(7):

John – "Give me the orange."
George – "I want it."
Paul – "It is mine."
Ringo – "Give it to me now."
Peter – "I need it now."

Here we have a 'pot', the orange, which has been claimed in total by five clearly stated positions. As the issue is currently phrased, there is little room for dialogue. Based on the current demands the possible solutions are limited. We can give the orange to one person – the winner – thereby creating four losers. We can divide the orange into fifths, giving them each 20% of what their position demanded – creating 5 partial losers. Or we can ask them why they want the orange – what are their interests in having it? The answers may be as follows:John – "I want the orange to practise my juggling. I will be finished with it in a few minutes."

George – "I want the orange for the juice. I am thirsty."
Paul – "I want the orange for its seeds. I am planting a garden." 
Ringo – "I want the orange for the peel. I am making a pie – I will use the peel for flavour."
Peter – "I want the orange for the pulp. I am sculpting a bust. I will use the pulp for surface texture."

A number of important concepts emerge from this admittedly simplistic and straightforward example. First, the staking out of positions tends to stifle dialogue and limit the free exchange of information leading to a more satisfactory solution. Second, after declaring one's position there is a strong tendency to argue blindly for one's own point of view with little regard for a solution acceptable to all parties. And most importantly, the sharing by all involved parties of their interests regarding the issue at hand increases the size of the pot, thereby increasing the probability of a win/win solution.


Mutual assistance

Finally let me address the need for both labour and management to work actively to assist their partners obtain goals uniquely important to them. Through a full sharing of interest information, values and goals, it is likely that one side or the other will discover something of high value to their partner that can be satisfied with little effort on their part. A classic example of this is dues checkoff. In the early days of organised labour it was not uncommon for union officials to spend a large proportion of their time devoted to union activities collecting union dues. This, of course, was time taken from the pursuit of other labour organisation endeavours. With the advent of computers, the cost to the company to 'collect' and deposit union dues in the union's bank account was minimal.

Here was an issue which is extremely important to the union with which the company could assist easily with scant effort. Of course, as with many industrial relations issues, the concept of dues checkoff is fraught with exogenous political and social issues. However, if labour and management truly see the path to their mutual success (surviving and thriving) as administering industrial relations through a joint partnership, they must embrace the concept of working actively to ensure their partners' needs are met. By definition, within the scope of the partnership, a success for the union is a success for management and vice versa.


The role of Third Party Neutrals in creating labour-management partnerships

For a number of reasons, it is often difficult for labour and management to make the change from an adversarial relationship to a co-operative or collaborative one without the assistance of a skilled neutral third party.

· Perhaps the most significant obstacles to overcome are the personal and organisational animosities which have developed over the years of administering labour/management relations within an adversarial environment. In recent decades much of what passed for successful industrial relations was measured by the amount of blood left on the floor when the 'dialogue' was over. 

· Under the traditional industrial relations model, most industrial relations practitioners were recruited, trained, evaluated and rewarded according to how well they performed within the armed truce/open warfare inherent in a Tayloristic model. Even when parties recognise the need for change, they have yet to obtain the personal, as well as organisational, knowledge, communications and joint problem-solving skills necessary to begin the process. 

· The process of moving from an adversarial labour/management system to one based on shared interests involves an assessment, evaluation and a substantial modification in the philosophy, methods and behaviours utilised by the parties in order to move to a joint administration of industrial relations strategy. In broad terms, when managing strategic change organisations must address the essential systems within the enterprise(8): 
The Cultural system:
The shared norms and values of the organisation.
These tend to be the unwritten 'rules of the game' as well as the shared ideas of what is good/bad and right/wrong.
The Technical system:The organisation of resources to produce the organisation's products and/or services.
The Political system:The allocation of organisational power and benefits. 

Change in and of itself is viewed by many as unsettling. When it involves the potential redistribution of power and resources along with a re-evaluation of the basic values of the business, those affected are likely to react in varying ways, depending on how they see process affecting their position, power and status. Some will perceive the changes as both an opportunity and a challenge, while others will view the change process as a potential threat. Experience indicates that those with the most to lose, mid-level managers for management and the union, will need the most help in adjusting and adapting to play a continued, yet redefined, role in the new environment.

· And finally, during the initial phases of moving from the adversarial to the co-operative plane, the development of mutual trust must occur. Developing trust is a little like eating an elephant – it is done over a long period of time, one bite at a time. When the trust 'meal' begins, it is often the case that there is little or no trust on which to build. Which side takes the first risk? Which side reveals the first 'secret'? Or which side discloses an area of vulnerability which the other side can either help or hurt?(9). 

For all of these reasons, most organisations find it helpful to enlist the aid of neutral third parties to help them manage the risks, acquire the skills, and successfully make the change to partnership. While the third party will be of value in many ways – change management skills, training skills, facilitation skills for example – the most important qualities are:

1. An in-depth knowledge of the process of managing the change from adversarial to cooperative industrial relations. Having said this, it is important to note that the neutral third party must present a delicate balance between:
Expert advice (information and awareness) of the options open to them as well as what has worked (or did not) for similar organisations working for similar goals, and
Facilitative guidance to encourage the parties to design and implement a partnership that meets their 
unique needs as well as one to which they are personally and institutionally committed.

2. Neutrality in the sense that the fidelity of the third party is to the fair and equitable process of assisting management and labour in the creation of a partnership which meets mutual needs. 

3. The change process will require all those involved to actively (and personally) explore their past, present and future roles, required competencies, personal style and behaviours. It is understandable that this process can engender some level of fear and anxiety. In this regard, all participants should feel comfortable and assured that the neutral third party understands what they may be experiencing, is able to provide them knowledge, skills and techniques to cope with the task and, perhaps most importantly, is able to provide a safe and non-threatening environment for them to do their work. 

4. Strong interpersonal skills to be able to communicate effectively and work with all participants in a wide variety of activities. The third party neutral should be skilled in all the task and process skills necessary to assist the parties in managing the change process. 

As most consultants are paid by management, extra care must be taken to ensure that the union participants are truly confident that their institutional and personal needs will be understood and fairly dealt with by the professional neutral and the partnership process. In addition, where there has been concern about management misuse of the partnership principles to create a process which marginalises the union, it is not unreasonable for labour leaders to require substantial reassurance as to the competence and neutrality of the consultant.

In addition to private sector consultants, both the United States and the United Kingdom have publicly funded agencies which provide this neutral assistance. The Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service, with offices throughout the United States, has mediators who specialise in assisting labour and management improve industrial relations through partnership. In the United Kingdom, the Advisory, Conciliation, and Arbitration Service provides similar services. Both of these organisations can assist the parties in designing and presenting workshops, seminars and training sessions in the following areas:


Awareness

Assisting the parties in becoming more informed as to the basic nature (what is working, what is not) of their current industrial relationship as well to help them explore their options as to how they may work together more effectively in the future.


Facilitation
Providing neutral third party assistance to the parties as they work to change their industrial relations culture from adversarial to co – operative.


Training
Within resource limitations, train the parties in the task and process knowledge, skills and abilities necessary to administer the industrial relations system jointly. In the United States particularly, these topics include:

· Effective Planning 

· Effective Meetings 

· Group Problem-Solving 

· Consensus Decision Making 

· Effective Inter – and Intra-Group Communication 

· Interpersonal Communication Skills 

· Group Dynamics and Shared Leadership. 

Conclusion: The road ahead 

In my experience, in both the United States and United Kingdom, organisations (labour and management alike) are rarely eager to embrace the uncertainties of change when the apparent certainty of the status quo seems relatively safe and secure. It is indeed understandable that conservatism in actively pursuing adaptation to change (risk taking) is the order of the day when trying to navigate the turbulent mercantile waters between Scylla and Charbydis. Unfortunately, few are granted the luxury of being held immune from the dramatic changes being visited on most countries, companies, industries and occupations. For better or for worse, the "Industrial Relations Rule Book for the 1990s" reads as follows:

Rule Number 1:
Organisations (labour and management) may be proactive in determining the challenges they face and effect change in manageable increments.

Rule Number 2:
Organisations (labour and management) may choose to disregard the early signs defining the challenges they will, ultimately, face and effect change in a crisis mode.

Rule Number 3:
Survival is optional!

While these rules may seem like truisms, management and labour industrial relations leaders alike would do well to read them at the beginning of each day. For those within organised labour who may not perceive a union corollary to a company going out of business, I would remind them that the failure of a union simply goes by a different name. Rather than bankruptcy, hostile takeover or 'down-sizing', the union jargon is amalgamation or merger. Labour and management have much in common!

At the end of the day (or century), organisations will survive and thrive only when labour and management alike are committed to working together to achieve common goals. There is no doubt that an organisation composed of loyal and committed individuals marshalling their creativity, imagination and drive to work together to secure common aims has a competitive edge over organisations without such characteristics. The key question is: "Does our labour/management relationship do its part in creating such an organisation?" If the current industrial relations system is adversarial, based on power and rights rather than interests, the answer is "No."


Notes

1. William B. Gould, A Primer on American Labor Law, 1982, p 9.

2. A class action grievance is a charge made on behalf of a group of employees (a class) sharing a common complaint. 

3. It can be argued that a crisis can help in that it focuses the mind on the need to respond, adapt, and adjust. However, the urgency associated with most emergencies is not conducive to the orderly and planned joint management of change espoused here.

4. It is not my intent to oversimplify the complexities in comparing and contrasting the social, political and legal characteristics of the industrial relations systems of the United Kingdom and the United States. However, as the intent of this paper is to focus on the characteristics of the ways labour and management administer their relationship – where the two countries have much in common – I have chosen to concentrate on the broad commonalities listed on page 8.

5. Baby Bell is a term used to denote one of the regional telecommunications companies resulting from the break-up of the Bell System.

6. It is important to state here that labour and management must earn the luxury of being able to operate in such an environment. Parties investing in a better relationship when times are relatively stable can benefit from the underlying trust, respect and commitment when divisive conflict occurs. Companies and unions attempting to move from adversarial to co-operative relations while also struggling to resolve severe conflict are less likely to succeed.

7. This example was created by Dr Jerome T. Barrett, author of P.A.S.T. is the Future: A Model for Interest-based Collective Bargaining THAT WORKS! Barrett and Sons Publishing Co, Falls Church, Virginia, USA.

8. Noel Tichy, "The Essentials of Strategic Change Management," Journal of Business Strategy, 1983, vol 3 no 4, pp 55-67.

9. See also A Change of Culture: Blue Circle Cement, ACAS Occasional Paper No 53, forthcoming; and Teamworking, ACAS Occasional Paper No 54, forthcoming.


 
The views expressed in this paper are the author's and do not necessarily reflect those of the US Department of Labor or the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service.


 

